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Abstract  
This article focuses on the ‘hybridity’ of solo self-employment by shedding light on the lived 
experiences and meanings of the subjects within their institutional and socio-economic contexts. 
It offers an original perspective to the study of the hybridisation of work by linking between 
subjective and objective conditions underpinning solo self-employed workers. We found that 
solo-self employed workers exercise agency over their working lives when facing high levels of 
insecurity, and that their contextualised experiences are related to the dominant narratives about 
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self-employment. At the same time, however, we also point out that solo self-employed are 
engaged in (re)-constructing their alternative and dissonant narratives as well. 
 
Introduction  
 
Self-employment has received increasing interest by scholarly and policy work due to growing 
transformations in the nature of work following changes in labor markets and welfare as well 
as technological and organisational changes. When discussing the emergence of these new 
forms of work, already at the end of the 90’s researches have begun to refer to the ‘grey’ or 
‘hybrid’ areas between traditional classifications of employment and self-employment (Dupuy 
and Larré, 1998; Supiot, 1999). This distinction reflects the decline of career patterns where 
workers traditionally spend their whole careers in one organisation working with a stable, 
socially protected, dependent and full-time job. Within contemporary labor markets, 
combining elements of salaried employment and self-employment is becoming more ‘typical’ 
or less ‘untypical’ (Bureau and Dieuaide, 2018; Conen and Schippers, 2019).  
Although policy and scholarly attention has been devoted to examining the social effects 
of evolving patterns of work – such as maintaining the relevance of social security in the face 
of this evolution – more empirical research is needed to explore the subjective experience of 
‘hybrid self-employed workers’, and especially those without employees (or solo self-
employed). Solo self-employment has progressively become a sort of ‘boundary’ object of 
study, which has been investigated in academic fields such as employment relations, 
entrepreneurship and cultural studies. Beyond these different approaches, a distinction is 
usually made between self-employment out of necessity and out of opportunity, focusing 
attention on different conditions: imposed false self-employment (Bögenhold and Staber, 1991; 
Buschoff and Schmidt, 2009); the increase of precariousness in self-employment, including 
among workers who enjoy working as freelancers (Conen and Schippers, 2019; Gill, 2002; 
Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010); and the growth and survival of nano/micro businesses and 
start-ups (Leighton, 2015; Thurik et al., 2008). In this contribution, we want to highlight how 
these conditions may overlap and how they can be differently experienced by ‘hybrid self-
employed workers’.  
By hybridisation of work, we mean the blurring boundaries – both at the structural and 
at the cultural level – of working experiences that were earlier typical either of self-employment 
or of salaried employment. Therefore, focusing on the hybridity of solo self-employment 
means “acknowledging the growing porosity of the boundaries of the employment relationship, 
which prevents us from being satisfied by any binary categorisation between employment and 
self-employment or subordination and autonomy” (Azaïs, 2019: 223). On the one side, holding 
multiple jobs – as self-employed, employee or in the informal economy – becomes more and 
more common as well as the intertwinement between work and private times and spaces. On 
the other side, the hybridisation of work is challenging the hegemonc narratives and the cultural 
repertoires about employment and self-employment and questioning the prevalence of the 
wage-earning model. Following this perspective, we aim to analyse the dynamic connections 
between subjects and social structure, in order to understand: (i) how solo self-employed 
workers are affected by institutions and by the economic conditions that characterise the 
context in which they live; (ii) how their lived experiences are perceived and the meaning that 
is attributed to them by the interviewed subjects; (iii) how their experiences are related to the 
dominant narratives about self-employment, in order to understand whether – within an 
emerging category of workers – alternative and dissonant narratives are constructed.  
Consequently, this article is an attempt to understand the implications of social 
institutions and structural conditions on self-employed workers, and their subjective 
experiences and meaning-making. In particular, by leveraging recent debates that encourage 
further exploration of how self-employed workers make sense of their work (Osnowitz and 
Henson, 2016; Vallas and Christin, 2017), we focus on the ‘hybrid solo self-employed workers’ 
by exploring the ways they exercise agency over their working lives when facing an increased 
level of insecurity, within the scope of a qualitative study with fifty highly educated solo self-
employed workers in urban areas in Northern Italy.  
The article is structured as follows. Firstly, we discuss the transformations of self-
employment and the construction of new workers’ subjectivities. Secondly, after introducing 
the case study context and methods, we present the empirical section that illustrates how the 
research participants experience, in practice, a self-employed contract, how they cope or 
negotiate with the connected risks, the meaning attributed to their experience, and the narratives 
they construct about their actual working conditions. Finally, we discuss our findings and 
conclude.  
 
Emerging Changes and Challenges in Self-employment  
 
Ongoing debate on changes in the standard employment relationship – traditionally embodied 
in a (male) employee with a dependent, open-ended and full-time contract, and who enjoys the 
full protection of labor law and the welfare system – has been widely developed in the light of 
the apparent increased use of non-standard forms of employment. Non-standard employment 
does not refer to a homogeneous category, but includes various work arrangements such as 
part-time, fixed-term, temporary agency, casual, on-call, zero-hours and solo self-employment 
(Adams and Deakin, 2014; Kalleberg, 2009; Vosko, 2010). Scholarly work has measured the 
extent to which these work arrangements impact on the stability of employment and the 
availability of social protections (D’Amours and Legault, 2013; Hipp et al., 2015). However, 
not all non-standard work arrangements are necessarily precarious, while workers on standard 
employment contracts may also suffer from insecurity. Therefore, considering the standard 
employment relationship as a proxy to determine the degree of insecurity someone experiences 
may be limiting (Lewchuk, 2017; Pulignano and Doerflinger, 2013).  
Nevertheless, non-standard working arrangements have increased nationwide in most 
countries, although at different degrees, representing a growing proportion of total employment 
(Kalleberg and Vallas, 2017; Stone, 2013). Among non-standard arrangements, in 2015 self-
employed workers represented 10.1% of the labor force in the United States (Hipple and 
Hammond, 2016) and 14.9% in Europe (Eurofound, 2017), a proportion which has slightly 
decreased over the past two decades. However, a more accurate analysis of trends of self-
employment shows how its composition has changed, with a strong decrease in the agricultural 
sector and a significant increase in services and industries (Hipple and Hammond, 2016; 
Schippers, 2019). Moreover, country (and regional) specific dynamics need to be considered 
when analysing self-employment. For example, in the US in 2015, in some states it was more 
common, such as in Montana (16.1%) and California (11.7%), while in others it was less 
present, going below 10% (7.2% in Delaware and 7.5% in Alabama, for example) (Hipple and 
Hammond, 2016). Also in Europe, in the same year some countries had self-employment rates 
below 10% (8% in Denmark and 9% in Estonia and Luxembourg) and some countries had quite 
high rates, like Greece (31%) and Italy (23%) (Eurofound, 2017) – the latter is at the core of 
this article. 
Also self-employed workers, then, do not compose a homogeneous category, but are 
more and more diversified both in terms of their opportunities and risks, and of the employment 
sectors and professional fields in which they work (Conen et al., 2016; Jansen, 2016). In this 
frame, the ‘solo self-employed’ comprise an even more heterogenous category of labour force 
participants, with different educational levels and careers developed both in high and low 
skilled jobs (D’Amours and Legault, 2013; van Stel et al., 2014). 
Solo self-employed workers are in a situation which differs from that of a traditionally 
conceived dependent worker because of the lack of an authority employment relationship. 
However, it is often hard to apply this standard distinction in practice, given the presence of 
self-employed workers with characteristics of dependent employees (work for one client; no 
authority to hire staff and/or to make strategic decisions about how to run their business) 
(Eurofund, 2013; Williams and Horodnic, 2018). Moreover, employers increasingly hire solo 
self-employed workers to evade employment protections, reduce labor costs and avoid paying 
unemployment benefits and social security (Kalleberg, 2000; Romàn et al., 2011). This means 
that they often replace dependent employees with workers who are legally self-employed, but 
in fact wholly dependent on the company (‘bogus’ or ‘false’ self-employment). Therefore, it is 
clear that the emergence of solo self-employment mirrors a puzzle of labour market patterns 
and subjective perceptions in which the sharp dichotomy between wage- or labour-dependent 
work, on the one side, and autonomous and self-employed activities, on the other, is muddied. 
This occurs either because hybrid forms of combinations arise, where people have more than 
one job at a time, or along the biographical axis of individual careers, so that we observe 
patterns of multiplicity and parallelisms. Due to these circumstances, the simple black and 
white dichotomy of being dependent or self-employed seems to have become a pattern which 
loses practical relevance in many cases, because people are not either/or but both. This poses 
the question of investigating how self-employment is socially constructed, considering both 
macro and micro levels of analysis. In this article, we highlight the importance of developing 
a sociological analysis on the individual experiences and narratives of solo self-employed 
workers as a way to add knowledge to the analysis of the blurring boundaries between 
employment and self-employment, and to the analysis of the legal, educational, and policy 
institutions that can support individual careers. 
Existing studies in the sociology of work have drawn attention to organisationally rooted 
structures and processes that impinge upon the inequalities that workers experience on the job 
(Kalleberg and Berg, 1987). Institutional and macroeconomic conditions that contribute to 
shaping work structures and the processes through which labour market dualisation and 
inequality manifest have also been widely examined (Pulignano et al., 2017). Along these lines, 
processes of deregulation, and more specifically flexibilisation, are deemed to be transforming 
traditional work arrangements (Kalleberg, 2009; Muffels, 2008; Prosser, 2016). At the same 
time, other promising research avenues have been opened up by scholars who champion the 
importance of refining theoretical tools able to understand the meanings that self-employed 
workers give to their positions in the labour market, and the strategies they use to navigate 
between autonomy and constraint, and between identification in their work and insecurity 
(Barley and Kunda, 2004; Osnowitz, 2010; Vallas and Christin, 2017).  
In this article, we acknowledge how the working conditions of solo self-employed 
workers are shaped by structural factors, such as social protection, income and undeclared work 
or bogus self-employment. On the other hand, we do also investigate an aspect not sufficiently 
analysed in the current debate, namely how, in the ‘new spirit of capitalism’ (Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 1999), individuals exercise their agency and manage their skills and networks to 
create spaces for freedom and autonomy, and to open a repertoire of strategies and meanings 
able to support the career they aspire to pursue. Inspired by Beck’s pioneering work (1992, 
2000), we explore the ambivalences and tensions lived by solo self-employed workers. From 
this perspective, adding the subjective perspective of the workers to the structural and 
institutional accounts of change is essential to understand how hybrid self-employed careers 
emerge as the result of workers’ experiences and emerging narratives of the ongoing 
transformations in the labor market.  
 
Freely Insecure: Emerging Subjectivities in Solo Self-employment 
 
The previously described configuration of the hybrid forms of self-employment does not 
simply promote the blurring of boundaries between self-employment and dependent 
employment. Rather, it is itself the manifestation of a deep cultural change that is affecting 
both employment forms and the ways in which workers interpret their experiences and shape 
their subjectivity.  
In the last few years, several scholars have emphasized the significance of focusing on 
both structural and cultural forces to analyse how work and employment are historically 
situated, how they are changing, and the direction that they are taking (Hatton, 2011; Ho, 2009; 
Lane, 2011; Sharone, 2014; Vallas and Prener, 2012).  
The signs of an important cultural change are traceable in a series of trends that are at the 
basis of the process of ‘reflexive modernization’ (Beck et al., 1994), which progressively 
erodes both collective and individual certainties. Firstly, family relationships have been ‘de-
traditionalized’, leaving space for individuals to take their own decisions (Gherardi and 
Murgia, 2013). Secondly, due to more frequent geographical moves and that workers move 
swiftly from project to project and from employer to employer, the sense of community has 
decreased, as has the sense of belonging to a local as well as to a professional community 
(Sennett, 1998; Tempest and Starkey, 2004). Thirdly, investment in education and work and 
occupation, based on calculative regulation, became a priority in individual’s decisions, and 
this is not limited to the educational and professional spheres, as the agency of individuals – 
increasingly framed in terms of the enterprising of life – follows the same logics in different 
realms of social life, such as family and community (Kallinikos, 2003).  
These trends are expressions of the phenomenon known as ‘individualization’ (Beck, 
1992), which emphasizes the fact that individuals have been freed from their traditional roles 
by convergent social transformations, but they are also required to individually construct their 
own ‘do-it-yourself biographies’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1996) and to harmonize them 
with those of others. Therefore, the individualization process is characterized not only as a 
project for emancipation, but also in terms of the characteristics required of people, and whose 
satisfaction is their direct responsibility. This ambivalence is particularly evident in the case of 
highly educated self-employed workers, who experience the dilemma expressed in the 
‘paradox of individualization’ (Honneth, 2004): while on one hand, the flexibilization of work 
content and form has enabled greater personalization and enrichment of work, on the other 
hand, it has also produced the phenomenon of work intensification, which often invades the 
private and social spheres of individuals, multiplying the risks of breakdown and 
marginalization (Armano and Murgia, 2017). In addition, nowadays the process of 
individualization takes place in a context characterised by a more intense competition and 
harder completion for jobs, due to both globalisation and the introduction of new technology 
through performance and rating-systems. 
In our contribution, we discuss how solo self-employed workers manage and interpret 
their different working experiences when they are exposed to irregular income, low social 
protection and, at times, poor quality working conditions. With this aim, we explore the tension 
between structure and agency (Hyman and Gumbrell-McCormick, 2017; Vallas and Christin, 
2017) by conceptualising self-employment as socially constructed, and individuals as 
“simultaneously both subjects and objects of their societies” (Collinson, 2003: 542). This 
means, on the one side, to acknowledge how individual experiences are affected both by 
ongoing economic and institutional transformations (Kalleberg, 2009, 2012) and by the wider 
cultural changes that have transformed workers’ orientations toward themselves and their 
employment relationships (Smith, 2010; Vallas and Prener, 2012) while legitimatising the 
aforementioned institutional transformations (Pulignano, 2018). On the other side, however, 
this approach mainly aims to foster a renewed interest in the role of human agency and 
subjectivity, conceptualised as a situation of ‘socially constructed autonomy’ (Beck et al., 
2003), where the subjects are embedded in contexts that shapes their subjectivity, being at the 
same time able to exercise their own agency.  
In the academic debate focused on creative and highly skilled freelancers and self-
employed workers, a key role has been played by studies that highlight the significance of 
autonomy and freedom (Bologna, 2018; Fraser and Gold, 2001; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 
2010). According to these studies, such workers are passionately attached to their jobs (Armano 
and Murgia, 2013; Umney and Kretsos, 2015) and the main target of the ‘enterprise discourse’ 
(du Gay, 1996) which, by promoting a management ideology (Chiapello and Fairclough, 2002; 
Lane, 2011), idealizes flexible employment and becomes part of workers’ identities.  
However, individuals are not just passive recipients of subjugating discourses, as they 
can also deploy their (discursive) agency (Butler, 1997). Several authors, in fact, describe this 
group of workers as also potentially able to mobilise and generate new forms of resistance. For 
example, to underline their ambivalent position, Mason (2013) discusses the crucial role that 
the generation of ‘graduates with no future’ is playing in current social movements. In a similar 
way, Standing (2011) represents these workers as one of the components of the ‘precariat’ – 
they are highly educated and grew up with the promise of a successful career, but they have 
come to face different forms of insecurity – but possibly able to get organised and create an 
alternative collective experience, especially because they tend to reject both the dominant 
ideologies of productivity and neo-liberalism.  
Focusing on the agency of this emerging groups of self-employed workers does not mean 
to consider them as free from constraints of context. Much scholarly debate has already 
questioned the celebrative emphasis placed on the formation of a new ‘creative class’ (Florida, 
2002) or a ‘free agent nation’ (Pink, 2011), supposedly composed of people able to decide their 
own terms of work, who are mobile, enthusiastic, with solid professional networks and, because 
of their talent, able to simultaneously deal with multiple projects and multiple clients. Several 
studies, in fact, have pointed out how, besides flexible ‘portfolio’ careers, there is a significant 
exploitative dimension for this group of workers, who are subject to ‘constrained choices’ (Gill, 
2002; Smeaton, 2003) and considered as a component of precarious forms of employment 
(Buschoff and Schmidt, 2009; Vosko et al., 2003).  
The challenge is then to understand the complexity and the multi-dimensionality of solo 
self-employment – its becoming ‘hybrid’ – and to move forward from the ‘push-pull debate’, 
which polarizes workers between subjects pulled into self-employment because of their desire 
for independence and autonomy, or pushed into such work for economic necessity, like the 
lack of other job opportunities. In fact, many combinations of push and pull factors may 
represent reasons for becoming self-employed (Hughes, 2003), which cannot be appreciated 
by dichotomising the desires for freedom and security. In the US context, Pugh (2015) 
describes the different ways in which individuals adapt to the ‘insecurity culture’, “a culture of 
personal responsibility and risk, linked to the spread of precariousness at work, the neoliberal 
receding of the state, and the dominance of the market” (Pugh, 2015: 4). Lane’s (2011) study 
reached similar conclusions, discussing how workers have embraced a ‘career management’ 
ideology, in which they engage in several forms of unpaid labour, with the aim to constantly 
update their skills, and are the only ones responsible for their own careers.  
In this study, conducted in a southern European context, we explore the consequences of 
structural conditions on highly educated solo self-employed workers, the agency that they 
exercise in actively choosing to follow a career about which they are passionate, and their 
ability to construct alternative narratives to represent their professional condition. By 
challenging current conventional approaches that reduce self-employment to an employment 
contract or a legal status, we interrogate the subjective experience and meaning-making of the 
hybrid self-employed workers we interviewed and illustrate that the boundaries between 
different self-employed positions are blurred not just because individuals move back and forth 
and have multiple (dependent, independent and informal) jobs at the same time, and with 
significant different job quality, but also because they have mixed identities that are shaped by 
different ideological forces.  
 
Case Study Context and Methods  
 
Self-employment is radically changing at a global level. Within Europe, different 
countries show very different trends, with strong decreases and increases at the same time. In 
this scenario, Italy represents a particularly interesting case.  
Firstly, while it is undeniable that Italy is one of the countries where self-employment is 
more common in Europe (representing 23% of the working population against an EU average 
of 14%), its evolution and composition needs a more fine-grained analysis (Eurofound, 2017). 
At the national level, in fact, self-employment has actually decreased in the last ten years. 
However, this figure concerned mainly people without degrees (-18.0%), while self-employed 
graduates increased by 21.6%. In 2016 the rate of graduates who were self-employed workers 
without employees was 35.6% (and it has increased by 6.6% over the last ten years) (Eurostat, 
2017). This trend confirms the results of previous studies, which showed that in Italy solo self-
employed workers, including ‘dependent self-employed workers’, are mainly highly educated 
professionals, although they often do not have a high specialization in the job (Borghi and 
Murgia, 2019; Muehlberger and Pasqua, 2009; Ranci, 2012).  
Secondly, Italy is one of the countries where self-employment is more common, and it is 
also one of the few cases in Europe where a hybrid legal status between self-employment and 
dependent employment has been created. Indeed, in the mid-1990s, a special fund of the 
national institute for social security – named gestione separata – was created for project 
workers on continuous collaboration contracts and professionals in sectors not covered by 
independent funds (Muehlberger and Bertolini, 2008; Reyneri, 1998). These employment 
contracts (as well as the traditional independent professions) have been reformed several times 
through the years, until the last long-awaited reform, the “Jobs Act of Self-employment” (Act 
81/2017). This reform addressed some crucial aspects connected to self-employed social 
protection, but it was not able to provide a systematic legal framework for self-employment 
regulation, keeping relevant distinctions between traditional independent professionals and 
non-regulated forms of self-employment (Perulli, 2017). 
The research was conducted in Northern regions, also taking into consideration that the 
major cities in the North of Italy continue to be particularly attractive for highly educated young 
people (Miur, 2017). More specifically, the research was conducted in the main urban centers 
of the regions with the highest percentage of graduates aged 20-34, namely Trentino, Emilia 
Romagna and Lombardy (Istat, 2016). The study draws on 51 interviews collected between 
2011 and 2015 with highly educated male and female self-employed workers in non-regulated 
professional occupations. We sampled only solo self-employed workers – i.e. self-employed 
workers without employees – but this does not mean that all participants were working 
exclusively as self-employed. Most of the participants had a multiple employment status, being 
at the same time engaged in salaried work or in the informal economy. We did not include in 
the sample traditional independent professionals, like accountants, lawyers or doctors, because 
they have specific regulations, and because we were interested in understanding emerging self-
employment professions. The interviewees had all completed a Master’s degree and were living 
in urban areas in Northern Italy (see Annex 1). Interviewing people with these characteristics 
revealed particulary relevant since they reflect the part of Italian self-employment that is 
growing constantly and more rapidly. The last criterion we considered for sample selection was 
work seniority. Since we were interested in understanding self-employed workers’ careers, 
interviewing people with at least five years’ work experience as self-employed after having 
obtained their degree provided a good basis to study their experiences in the labor market over 
a significant period.  
In terms of sampling frame, having excluded traditional independent professionals, we 
could not rely on the existence of a register and on the involvement of professional associations 
or umbrella organisations. Because of the difficulty in accessing non-regulated solo self-
employed workers, interviewees were contacted through chain referral sampling. We began 
with personal contacts in the three selected regions, where the first author developed several 
collaborations along the years, and messages posted online through social media. In all three 
contexts, we then asked the first research participants for referrals, taking into consideration 
the inclusion criteria for the sample – solo self-employed workers, with a master’s degree either 
in SSH (Social Sciences and Humanities) or in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics) disciplines, and with at least five years’ work experience. This resulted in a group 
of interviewees aged between 28 and 39 years. At the time of interview, participants were all 
self-employed without employees in the following sectors: training and teaching (5), IT (5), 
translations (4), copywriting/editing (4), local policy (4), research (3), archaeology (3), media 
(4), cultural events (3), administration (3), journalism (3), finance and insurance sectors (2), 
project management (2), museums (2), labs (2), and the green economy (2). The participants’ 
names have been pseudonymised and replaced with a fictitious name because of ethical issues. 
The interviews were conducted in Italian. They lasted between 1-2.5 hours and were 
audio recorded. The first set of questions addressed career trajectories and strategies enacted 
to handle income and job instability. The second set of questions were related to interviewees’ 
current working situations and the everyday lives, with a particular focus on their work 
orientations, preferences, and lived experiences. The texts were then transcribed and coded 
using the software Atlas.ti. The interview quotations to be included in this publication have 
been translated into english by the author who conducted the interviews, in order to maintain 
as much as possible the adherence to the meaning attributed by the interviewed subjects. To 
deploy data analysis, we followed an inductive research process based on a progressive scale 
of abstraction through the stages of open, focused, axial and theoretical coding (Charmaz, 
2006). In the first stage we named the phenomena described by the interviewees. In a second 
stage, by comparing how similar concepts were used in different interviews, we grouped them 
under more abstract categories – such as lack of social protection, relatively low income or 
multiple jobs – in order to define their characteristics and the interviewees’ positions along a 
continuum. Through axial coding, we focused on the connections and interactions between 
categories. Finally, we selected the ones which played a key role and interpreted our findings 
in light of the bodies of literature that oriented our research. 
 
Findings 
 
Experiencing the Poor Quality of Self-Employment  
 
Among the interviewed solo self-employed workers, the heterogeneity of the specific situations 
was very high, ranging from independent professionals to bogus self-employed workers. Some 
respondents had good working conditions and high levels of autonomy, while others worked 
in a subordinate way, without the possibility of negotiating times and working spaces. 
However, their work situations cannot be classified into different and polarized groups, because 
almost all interviewees – although to different extents – had experienced both of these work 
conditions. Elisa (31, Masters in Computer Science), for example, adds to the ranks of both 
‘false’ and ‘genuine’ self-employment: 
 I have been self-employed in a company that wanted me there, planted in the office, from 
9 to 6. But I’ve also been the website manager of some other companies where I was 
allowed to work where I wanted […] The real issue is that being self-employed, no matter 
what your working conditions are, you have no right to anything, from sickness to 
maternity leave, not to mention holidays or unemployment benefit. 
 
Despite the differences in terms of professional sector, family background, and level of 
identification and autonomy in their job, research participants overwhelmingly mentioned as a 
main issue the consequences that being self-employed has for their personal lives. In particular, 
a lack of rights was present in all interviewees’ stories, and health and family-related decisions 
were perceived as common concerns, decribed as relevant difficulties that a self-employed 
worker has to deal with. In particular, having children was presented as a desirable life goal 
that one is not even allowed to think about. Although expressed with different intensity in 
comparison to women, men also expressed regret, and sometimes anger, for having had to 
renounce becoming a parent, as shown by Roberto (30), who works as chemist in a lab: 
 
A municipal kindergarten costs around €450 a month, the private one costs double, and 
my parents live in the South of Italy. I work full time and I usually earn around €800 per 
month, and my partner is even more precarious than me. Do you want to have a baby? 
Go for it...  
 
Among the research participants, Roberto is part of a group of people who moved from 
Southern to Northern Italy to attend university and then decided to settle down in the city where 
they studied. Their experiences are less smooth, especially because of their family distance and 
the difficulty of building a network in a context where they have few acquaintances. The main 
difficulties in developing a family project are represented by the uneven costs of childcare 
provision, especially in the range 0-3 years, and by the indefinite and unforeseeable working 
times, which are incompatible with any care activities. Many interviewees, in fact, complain 
not only that working and living times become more and more indistinguishable, as we will 
see in the next section, but also that they are not able to plan their work as they would like to. 
The possibility of an illness is one of the interviewees’ other most cited fears. Again, in 
this case we heard voices in unison – all research participants perceived illness as being out of 
their control, for various reasons. In some cases, what worried them was the fact of having to 
deal with an illness without any economic support; in others, the most frightening aspect was 
the fear of losing their job and their professional network. Valentina (31, teacher of Spanish) 
experiences both positions. Even a single week of absence can have a strong impact on a self-
employed worker, especially if they receive a low income: 
 
As a self-employed worker, I have to hope not to get sick, not just because nobody wants 
to be sick, but because for me a month with a week of stupid flu is a month in which I 
gain much less. You don’t think “I want to feel better, now I recover, I rest...”, you think 
“Damn it, how do I get to the end of the month?” And then if you don’t work for more 
than a few weeks, you never know if in the meantime they have replaced you! 
 
One might well argue that these are not new aspects of self-employment. The ability to 
handle the risk individually is indeed one of its main features. But what seems to have changed, 
in the experience of the research participants, is mainly the quality of self-employment and the 
level of income. Luca (37, journalist) had the highest income level among the interviewees. He 
had been a journalist for eight years and has collaborated with big magazines nationwide. 
However, he complains about not earning enough to compensate for his exposure to risk: 
 
[Name of a magazine] gives me about €900 per month, then I also have another 
collaboration, which gives me €1,200 every two months, and some pieces for another 
newspaper. So, it’s okay, I feel very lucky compared to my colleagues, and I feel better 
than when I was an employee. But if I compare myself to my parents... they were REAL 
self-employed, not little freelancers, as I am... There is no longer a balance between 
income and uncertainty. If you earn €4,000 per month, which means almost €10,000 as 
household income, who cares about uncertainty! 
 
Luca would like to individually face the uncertainty, and during the interview repeatedly 
highlighted his desire to build a career as an independent professional, underlining the 
emancipatory dimension of self-employment. He stressed several times the fact that after he 
graduated he worked as an employee for a magazine (with a fixed-term contract), but without 
fully enjoying his work, because of the centralized authority and the lack of autonomy. In fact, 
he considers the risk to be part of a self-employed career, and the only difficulty he mentions 
is his low earning, which does not allow him to cope with uncertainty. This is the reason why 
he defines himself as a little freelancer, to mark a difference between the real self-employed 
who, like his parents, were able to bear the economic risk related to their own business. 
Despite the perceived insecurity, during his interview, Luca did not just idealize self-
employment, especially in comparison to standard employment relations. He also called 
himself lucky several times, a recurring expression in the narratives of many interviewees. In 
Luca’s case, luck means, firstly, to have a decent income and, secondly, to enjoy his work. 
However, for most of the interviewees, ‘feeling lucky’ is not necessarily linked to their income 
level. Marco (32, copywriter), for instance, earned less than €1,000 per month, but he described 
his experience as meaningful and characterised by personal fulfilment: 
 
One way or another at 30 years old you must be able to support yourself, and you need 
at least €1,000 per month... I am about €950 per month, depending on the collaborations 
I have... But consider that my rent is €350, plus all other expenses... Then I realize I’m 
lucky, there are those who are ten times worse, at least I do the job that I love! 
 
Marco embodies the experience of most of the highly educated self-employed workers 
we interviewed, who were over thirty and received an income slightly higher than €1,000 per 
month. However, among participants a relatively low income tended not to be perceived in 
terms of failure or inability to manage their own business, because there was widespread 
awareness of low earnings and of the erosion of the quality of self-employment.  
In this section, we have mainly described the work situations of the interviewed solo self-
employed workers, and then illustrated their subjective perceptions in relation to their socio-
economic features. In the next sections, we will return to the subject of how passion for work 
is relevant to the interviewees, and how their subjectivity is shaped. 
 
In Search of Passion and Autonomy 
 
The research participants’ narratives were fairly homogeneous regarding the lack of adequate 
social protection to build a future life project. Parenthood and sickness were perceived as the 
most problematic aspects, which are concerns shared by other categories of non-standard 
workers. A specific concern of our participants was instead the low earnings, especially in 
comparison to the previous generation of self-employed. However, in their accounts, their level 
of income did not seem to affect their involvement and identification with their work. Across 
sectors and levels of income, passion and autonomy were, in fact, the main narratives 
constructed by the interviewees to describe how they had become self-employed workers. 
There were rarely economic reasons. Silvia (33, educator), though complaining about the 
overly frantic rhythms of her work, explicitly defined her job as a job-passion: 
 
I’ve always considered my job as a priority... because I enjoy it, I like it, it satisfies me, 
I’m autonomous and this makes me feel more dynamic... it’s a job-passion. Then it’s also 
true that I do not know how long I can bear these rhythms... 
 
Giovanni (30, IT sector) also provides a vivid example of the significance of autonomy 
and passion shared by the highly educated workers interviewed: 
 
I am happy with my job, also because I’m actually very autonomous. It’s exciting, my 
colleagues like me, we’re also thinking about creating something on our own in the 
future. 
 
The representation of their work as a source of pleasure and a meaningful activity, with 
lots of satisfaction, was common among most interviewees, who carried out professions 
relatively consistent with their university studies or that in any case met their aspirations, 
though in some cases only partially or with very low incomes. ‘Absorbing’, ‘important’, and 
‘meaningful’ were recurring terms, intertwined with expressions such as ‘dynamism’, 
‘autonomy’, ‘freedom’, and ‘independence’, understood to be not so much about being self-
employed, but as freedom in managing their own time. 
The passion-autonomy bond also has relevant implications in terms of the blurred lines 
between work, leisure and private lives, which are typical of self-employment. The following 
quotes are from two interviewees with very different profiles. The first comes from Viola (35, 
translator), who works with both publishers and film distribution companies. The second comes 
from Alessio (31, IT sector), who works in a start-up and deals with technological innovation: 
 
My hobbies and my interests are linked to the cinema, so at the end the audiovisual 
translation or the translation of a text... they are all passions... free time is more or less 
interconnected, I don’t think so much in terms of division between work and free time. 
 
It’s very difficult to separate what I do for my job from what I do out of passion... I know 
that this affects my life very much and that actually my spaces outside my job are quite 
limited, but at the moment I don’t mind, I like staying in this environment. 
 
Work and personal interests are so intertwined in the experiences of Viola and Alessio, 
as well as those of many participants, that they become indistinguishable. This happens both 
because work can coincide with hobbies, and because participation in extra-work events is 
often one of the main ways of creating and maintaining professional networks. 
Despite low incomes and the absence of social protection, the highly qualified workers 
interviewed enacted various strategies to keep their passions alive and to continue their careers 
being self-employed. Some of them, even in periods when they had no ongoing projects, kept 
collaborations for free or found informal ways of staying in the environment. These strategies 
were economically viable for the interviewees because – to supplement the income generated 
by the work in which they identify themselves – most of them worked at the same time on other 
projects, for which they were often overqualified. This means that not only do they experience 
both ‘false’ and ‘genuine’ self-employment in the course of their career, but they experience it 
simultaneously. Miriam (29, urban security expert), for example, had long been involved in 
projects funded by the municipality or other government agencies, and had a second (part-time) 
job, which left her plenty of time for what she considers her main job (despite not being her 
main source of income): 
 
I work in a nursery school as a stop-gap, which gave me the opportunity to continue with 
my real job. It leaves a lot of free time because I only teach in the morning, so I can keep 
my job with the criminology center in [a city in Northern Italy] and I can carry on the 
two things at the same time. 
 
Holding a second job, for 18-24 hours a week (as self-employed, but also as an 
employee), is one of the ways to support a self-employed career in a context consistent with 
qualifications and future aspirations. Private schools, from kindergarten to secondary school, 
seem to be one of the main sectors where self-employed workers are able to find a second job. 
This phenomenon is highly gendered in terms of workers’ distribution: while we find almost 
only women in kindergartens, the presence of men increases in the secondary schools.  
Another strategy adopted by research participants concerns the ability to value non-
professional skills, such as skills in sport or in playing a musical instrument. Sabrina (33, 
educator) had been playing piano since she was a little girl and some years ago started teaching 
it in a school of music to support her career as self-employed: 
 
As a freelancer educator, I get €11 gross per hour, I inevitably have to do something else, 
but I like my job, I don’t want to leave it... and since I play the piano, I’ve been teaching 
in a music school all these years... without any employment contract. I take €12 per hour, 
cash. In this way... okay... let’s say that more or less I get a monthly salary. 
 
Piano, tennis or football lessons are all activities that allow a person to cope with low 
earnings and income discontinuity. In such cases, self-employment blends with activities 
carried out in the informal economy, which can be managed very flexibly in order to maintain 
one’s own autonomy and fulfil the commitments taken with the various clients or projects in 
progress. 
Our interviews show how self-employed careers become hybrid in multiple ways. Firstly, 
there are cases in which workers are formally self-employed, but involved in a de facto 
dependent employment relationship. Secondly, self-employment becomes hybrid in its 
intertwining with other work side-activities (self-employed, dependent or rooted in the 
informal economy), which are not related to the job in which the interviewees identify 
themselves, but that in some way support them. Thirdly, to make hybrid the careers of the 
highly educated self-employed workers interviewed is the mingling of leisure and professional 
activities, and of times of work and private lives. These conditions, however, even when 
imposed by the client, are not passively suffered by the interviewees, who describe autonomy 
and their ability to express their interests and competencies as their main goals in building their 
professional careers. 
 
The Lack of a Collective Narrative  
 
In analysing how the research participants experience being self-employed in practice, we have 
explored both the ways in which they use their agency to manage their careers and how their 
subjectivity is shaped. Among the highly skilled workers interviewed, some expressed the 
desire to be hired as an employee. However, these were only a few cases, and almost always 
motivated not so much by the attraction of job stability and more regular rhythms, but rather 
by the rights associated with a standard employment relationship. The quote from Valentina 
(31, teacher of Spanish) expresses this position clearly: 
 
I have to tell you that I don’t want to have a permanent job, but at the same time it’s a 
problem not to have a contract as employee. I don’t like the idea, I don’t have the 
mentality of a permanent job, but I simply want to have the possibility to have more 
rights, and a minimum of bargaining power... 
 
Most research participants claimed that they did not want a standard employment 
relationship, but at the same time emphasized the critical issues of working as self-employed. 
While describing their working conditions, the interviewees frequently used metaphors to 
express the individualization of their work experience. In their narratives, despite promising 
more creativity and choice, self-employed activities also represented tangible dilemmas. They 
are experienced, in fact, not just a project for emancipation, but also a risk of breakdown and 
marginalization that has to be faced individually. To illustrate this condition, Anna (30, 
museum worker) described herself as a ‘tiny fish in the ocean’, exposed to a ‘constant 
precariousness’. However, the perception of atomization did not prevent her from thinking of 
possible collective solutions. During the interview, in fact, she pointed to a photograph of a 
submarine hanging on the wall of her kitchen, and argued that perhaps it was possible to face 
insecurity collectively by ‘finding your own school of fish’: 
 
If this constant precariousness was mitigated by the fact that you earned more... then it 
would be reasonable, wouldn’t it? You pay me three times more, so if I have to go to the 
dentist or I get a flu, I don’t need to be desperate. But if you are a tiny fish in the ocean, 
then you live in constant terror. Perhaps the solution is finding your own school of fish... 
 
The need to avoid individualization and the lack of collective experience was present in 
many interviews. Research participants tended to feel alone in dealing with uncertainty and 
structural inequalities, mainly because they rarely experienced work-related solidarity. Cristina 
(36, trainer), with a background in education, mentioned Bauman’s work (2000) on liquid 
modernity and used the metaphor of gaseous society to illustrate the idea of individual freedom, 
which is however entangled with a difficulty in consolidating a collective experience: 
 
I think a structure that associates the workers is necessary... I have always entertained 
this idea. But I think we should create new forms. Because it’s not even a liquid society 
anymore... I would call it a gaseous society at this point. We are no longer particles that, 
put in a container, stay together. We are particles that have now evaporated from the 
container... to keep us close you should put us in a container hermetically sealed. Because 
we tend to go everywhere, which is beautiful, but it also means that we don’t know how 
to help each other, how to create a new mutual aid. 
 
Most of the interviewees welcomed the idea of new forms of collectivism as a response 
to job insecurity and the individualising effects of the labor process, but they did not consider 
the extant collective representation as being able to assist their hybrid condition. When we 
addressed the issue of institutional representation, all interviewees, except for three, described 
trade unions as well as employer organisations as distant actors, not perceived as being able to 
represent their interests. Roberto (30, laboratory chemist) summarized this position: 
 
For 40 years unions have based their work on employees with permanent jobs. But who 
has ever seen a permanent job! We need to change... it’s a matter of changing paradigm, 
Kuhn would say... we need to change paradigm! That model of employment relations 
doesn’t work anymore. We must change it! But they don’t get it... 
 
Research participants generally did not refuse collective representation, rather they often 
expressed their need for it. What they rejected was the current model of industrial relations, 
which in their view has not understood how work and employment have changed in the last 
decades. In their narratives, not only does the system of collective bargaining and the rigid 
contraposition of employers and unions need to be challenged, but so do the dominant 
narratives about solo self-employed workers more generally. For example, Paolo (35, social 
media expert) explicitly challenged the dichotomous cultural frame representing self-employed 
workers either as victimised precarious workers, forced to be self-employed and without 
margins of autonomy, or as heroic entrepreneurs and thus capable of dealing individually with 
any sort of risk: 
 
Nowadays everyone’s talking about precarious self-employed workers. But how? “Ah 
poor, a precarious worker, what a loser…” It’s a bit like the starving children of Biafra 
in the ’80s, when they used to say: “Think of the children in Biafra and eat everything 
up”. That’s a rather pietistic attitude that doesn’t lead anywhere. Because, yes, it’s true, 
there are a lot of hassles in being self-employed, but also a huge amount of freedom... 
The problem is that there are those who say, left parties and unions included, that only 
employees need to be protected, and that solo self-employed should revert to an employee 
status. And if you don’t want to become an employee, then it means you are an 
entrepreneur… which is a nonsense. Do you think I am an entrepreneur? How is it 
possible that we are not able to imagine anything else outside these two boxes? 
 
In Paolo’s interview, as well as in others conducted with highly qualified self-employed 
workers, there is an effort to represent their condition outside of simplified and dichotomous 
narratives. On the one hand, there are cultural repertoires that describe self-employed workers 
without employees as the new victims of the growing precarization. On the other hand, there 
is the narrative which represents them as a symbol of entrepreneurial attitudes and the driving 
force of economic and social innovation. These are both representations in which research 
participants struggled to recognise themselves, also finding difficulty in positioning their 
experience within traditional class relations. Giulia (34, journalist), for example, described her 
condition of being a highly qualified solo self-employed worker as: 
 
It’s a condition to which no one gives voice. Being highly educated, living in a condition 
which is, I don’t say below the poverty line, but almost, though not the poverty line of a 
Pakistani immigrant who’s been here for six months, but a condition with a good standard 
of living, all things considered. Because I have a computer and all the technological stuff. 
It is an odd situation that nobody really cares about. Or anyway nobody gives voice to. 
A voice or voices, or a channel, or an organisation that is somehow not strictly concerned 
with employment issues, the contractual conditions. Clearly there is also this, but there 
should be a voice... which speaks, which recounts, which claims, and which denounces 
this new kind of lifestyle. 
 
A further critical issue adds to the lack of social protection and labor rights for research 
participants, i.e. the lack of not only collective representation, but also of a collective narrative 
in which to identify themselves, in which to recognize their own experience. Giulia’s words 
clearly summarize this position, which concerns the contractual status of self-employed 
workers, but also their biographical trajectories, their aspirations, and the ways in which their 
subjectivity is formed. Therefore, it seems to lack a collective narrative which recognises the 
experience of the growing number of highly qualified solo self-employed workers, who enjoy 
the flexibility and the freedom of their jobs, but at the same time claim more rights in terms of 
social protection. A narrative able to avoid the stereotypical images of the precarious worker 
without agency, depicted as a victim to be protected, and of the all-powerful entrepreneur. One 
of the main elements of the individualization process, in fact, heightens the subjective 
perception of isolation, to the detriment of a social and collective identity. 
 
Discussion: The Hybridization of Self-employment 
 
Three main interlinked threads of enquiry evolve from the findings illustrating how highly 
educated workers experience self-employment in Italy.  
Firstly, these workers have to cope with a lack of social protection and with the erosion 
of the quality of self-employment (Conen and Schippers, 2019; Cordova, 1986). Their position 
then becomes hybrid because – due to their legal status and their relatively low incomes – solo 
self-employed workers often accept other jobs (typically low skilled) as self-employed or as 
employees, or engage in informal economic activities. Secondly, their condition becomes 
hybrid as the boundaries between work, leisure and private spheres are increasingly blurring. 
This phenomenon concerns not only the lack of distinction between the times (and places) of 
life and work, which have always been typical of self-employment. It rather relates to the 
construction of identity, and their passion for the job, that leads workers to not distinguish 
between work and leisure, between their free time and their profession, and can result in them 
agreeing to work for free. Thirdly, this growing category of highly educated solo self-employed 
workers challenges the ideological discourses about self-employment and is looking for 
alternative narratives in order to hybridise the cultural frames on precariousness and 
entrepreneurship that tend to create two fictitious groups of self-employed workers: the 
precarious workers hired on a self-employed contract only because this was the cheapest option 
for the employer, on the one hand; and the independent professionals able to manage 
entrepreneurial risk, on the other.  
The national context is key to explaining the difficulties almost all participants had to 
face because of the lack of social protection. In fact, not only in Italy self-employment is 8 
percentage points higher than the EU-28 average, but the main difference is precisely related 
to solo self-employment (16% of all workers in Italy and 11% in Europe, in 2015). Firstly, in 
the Italian context they are highly concentrated in the skilled part of the labour force. Secondly, 
social protection for the self-employed is much more relevant in Italy than in most European 
countries. In particular, the self-employed have limited protections especially in the fields of 
sickness benefits, unemployment benefits, family benefits and pensions (Jessoula et al., 2017). 
To this is added a gradual decrease in the income of self-employed workers. From 2006 to 
2015 the gross annual income from self-employment experienced a fluctuating trend, settling 
on an average of €22,952 in 2016, with significant gender and territorial differences (Istat, 
2017). The data, however, aggregates very different categories: from entrepreneurs with 
employees, to ‘traditional independent professionals’ (accountants, lawyers, doctors, etc.), to 
non-regulated self-employed workers, who are at the core of this article. In particular, among 
solo self-employment, new high level educated professions have arisen alongside traditional 
forms of non-dependent work. This is the result of major changes in contractual regulations 
and in the position of the self-employed worker in the organisational and productive structure 
of the commissioning enterprise. Therefore, how research participants construct their positions 
as self-employed workers necessarily reflects structural factors, and particularly important here 
is the extremely limited access of self-employed workers from benefits in case of illness or 
parenthood. In this scenario, economic resources and parental support can be crucial. However, 
research participants also demonstrate their ability to exercise their agency and activate other 
resources to enable their pursuit of their aspirations. Indeed, the case of highly educated self-
employed workers highlights the tension between structural factors and agency. 
The narratives that were constructed by the research participants for motivation and that 
pushed them to maintain and strengthen their self-employed worker’s position were mainly 
those of passion and autonomy. Thus, on the one hand, interviewees expressed a sense of 
fragmentation of their professional experience, of individualization, uncertainty and economic 
difficulty. On the other hand, however, they described their work as responding to their 
passions and the result of their creative expression. What they described is a free work, in its 
ambivalence of free and at the same time unpaid work (Armano and Murgia, 2019; Pulignano, 
2019), in which subjects are remunerated in terms of identity even more than economically. 
The subjectivities of the interviewed highly educated solo self-employed workers, therefore, 
oscillate between an economic/contractual and a symbolic/identity dimension. Identification in 
work, which is strongly linked with the desire for autonomy and management of their own 
time, can meet the most intimate and emotional aspirations, but can at the same time become a 
source of self-exploitation, with the impossibility of tracing the boundaries between work and 
private lives. In this way, the conditions of solo self-employed workers also become hybrid 
because of the difficulty of defining the limits of professional activity, in a process that makes 
the private and leisure spheres productive places as well. Identification in work, then, acts as a 
device that transforms the subjectivities of emerging groups of self-employed workers. At the 
same time, to nurture the identity dimension, research participants have to adopt different 
strategies that allow them to support their career as self-employed. This is the way in which all 
available resources are put on the market: the few who have inherited a house are trying to rent 
a room in order to guarantee a fixed monthly income; those who can play a musical instrument 
or practice a sport try to make out of it a job, almost always in the informal economy; those 
who cannot benefit from economic or family support, and have no hobbies that can become 
profitable, look for other forms of employment, sometimes very distant from those in which 
they recognize themselves and that are instrumental to their economic support. Therefore, self-
employment becomes hybrid from a contractual point of view, as highly qualified self-
employed workers are often employed at the same time as employees or with other self-
employed contracts, typically not consistent with their qualifications. However, they have 
multiple jobs not because they collaborate with a range of clients, but mainly because they hold 
a second job in order to support what they consider to be the ‘real’ one. 
Such hybrid conditions affect and are affected by the lack of cultural repertoires able to 
represent these working trajectories and by the hybridisation of the dominant narratives on the 
new forms of self-employment. The fact that highly educated workers, despite the growing 
level of insecurity, are less and less interested in being employed in a standard employment 
situation is not a new phenomenon. In an attempt to build a career that makes sense for them, 
research participants were willing to accept a sort of trade-off that makes more secure (and 
often better remunerated) employments incompatible with jobs that are a source of satisfaction 
and identity remuneration. What is interesting in their narratives is that they identified the 
cultural frames of both precariousness and entrepreneurship as obsolete, ideologised, and 
otherwise not able to capture their experience. The narrative of precariousness depicts workers 
as precarious victims to be protected and deprives them of any form of agency. The narrative 
of entrepreneurship wants them to be self-entrepreneurs, creators of their destiny, and 
personally responsible for any professional ‘success’ or ‘failure’. In this scenario, the 
interviewees did not just miss collective representation in respect of negotiating pay and 
accessing social protection. They also missed alternative cultural frames, as well as a new 
collective narrative, where the subjects can position themselves and find novel identifications, 
also beyond contractual forms of employment and beyond dichotomous cultural frames 
representing self-employed workers either as precarious workers or as entrepreneurs. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Research on solo self-employment has widely emphasised the blurring boundaries between 
independent self-employment and dependent employment as the core components of major 
revisions of labour and social security law restrictions for these specific categories of workers 
(Sciarra, 2004; Supiot, 1999). This is because, from an institutional perspective, these work 
arrangements are not based on employment contracts, but rather on private contracts that place 
the workers beyond the scope of labour laws, even though the actual conditions of work are 
similar to those of regular employees. More generally, the changing boundaries of modern 
corporations (Vallas, 2017; Weils, 2014) foster new social and institutional conditions that 
enable the development of solo self-employed arrangements. This includes the way in which 
self-employed workers are considered neither clearly separate from – nor clearly integrated 
with – the firm they are contracted with (Muehlberger and Bertolini, 2008).  
We have shown that solo self-employment is socially constructed as hybrid by using a 
subject-oriented approach (Armano and Murgia, 2013; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1996), 
which systematically takes into account reciprocal impacts between individuals and social 
structures. The focus on the dynamic connections between subjects and social forces has 
allowed us to discuss how subjects are affected by social norms and institutions, but also how 
they can shape them. This approach has highlighted the multiple elements of the process of 
hybridisation of self-employment. 
Looking at the labour market dynamics, we have observed how solo self-employment 
becomes hybrid from a contractual point of view. Under the same work arrangement, in fact, 
very different labour force participants co-exist: from independent professionals, to 
economically dependent self-employed, to ‘false self-employed’ workers. Moreover, these 
categories are not mutually exclusive, since the same individual may experience different self-
employed positions at the same time, as well as other kinds of employment, including wage 
jobs and the informal economy (Bögenhold and Klinglmair, 2017; Folta et al., 2010).  
Engagement in different working activities is often the result of an attempt to sustain a 
self-employed career that is not a sufficient source of income. Especially among highly 
qualified solo self-employed workers, we have observed a sort of identification of the self with 
working activities, which can lead people to accept poorly paid jobs, and in some cases even 
to work for free (Franette, 2013; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2012; Ross, 2009). Therefore, the 
mechanism of subjects’ identification with their working activities creates hybrid working 
conditions because of the blurring boundaries between life and work, and between passions 
and professions. Moreover, the fact that several of the research participants embraced the 
rhetoric of ‘career management’, based on individualistic meritocracy (Lane, 2001), but were 
at the same time worried about the discontinuity of their income and the uncertainty of their 
careers (Armano and Murgia, 2017), entails a contradictory process of self-construction centred 
on individualisation (Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1996; Honneth, 2004).  
Finally, the analysis also shows the hybridisation of the narratives on solo self-
employment, which are challenging the contraposition between precarious self-employed 
workers and micro-entrepreneurs. Firstly, we observed a demand of collective representation 
in respect of accessing social protection. Solo self-employed workers, in fact, encounter 
difficulties in being represented by the traditional system of interest representation and and are 
only recently approaching emerging freelancers’ organisations and cooperatives (Bologna, 
2018; Jansen, 2017; Murgia and de Heusch, 2020). This is particularly marked in the Italian 
context, where employers’ associations currently focus mainly on the self-employed with 
employees, and the main trade union recognised the importance of protecting workers, whether 
employed or self-employed, only very recently. Secondly, we showed the need to identify with 
a collective cultural elaboration able to give voice tho the hybrid position of solo self-employed 
workers. In questioning the dominant narratives and the available cultural repertoires (Lamont, 
1992), we discussed the key role of the agency enacted by the interviewed solo self-employed 
when refusing to represent themselves either as entrepreneurs (du Gay, 1996) or as a part of 
the precariat (Standing, 2011), by constructing alternative self-representations that are shaped 
around the thorny autonomy-passion bond, without denying the risks of precariousness that 
they are exposed to.  
From a theoretical point of view, this article also shows that an integration of legal, 
structural and cultural sociological concepts is useful in analysing how workers experience this 
work, including the way in which it is regulated. This has some analytical implications for the 
understanding of recent processes of marketsisation and neo-liberalisation, which are 
intertwined with aspects such as configurations of cultural and subjective processes. The latter 
identify ways through which individuals become normalised and socially governed while also 
highlighting their agency when questioning and resisting the dominant (discursive) polarisation 
of precarious workers and micro-entrepreneurs. Subjects may in fact adhere to the hegemonic 
narratives, but they may also enact instrumental strategies, and even refuse the dominant 
cultural frames (Collinson, 2003; Vallas and Christin, 2017).  
Exploring the subjective experience of ‘hybrid self-employed workers’ may be an 
original avenue for future research on self-employment. Moreover, whether the need for a 
‘voice’ expressed by solo self-employed workers will support the construction of a collective 
identity and of emerging forms of collective representation remains a crucial question to be 
addressed in order to understand how new practices of organising can be articulated in the 
growing hybrid areas of work. 
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Annex 1 – Interviewees’ charachteristics 
 
Name Sex Age Job City Employment contract 
Eleonora W 33 Editing  Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Greta W 31 Independent researcher Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Stefania  W 28 Social media developer Milan Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Alice  W 30 Administrative staff Milan Solo self-employed / 
Project work and VAT 
Matilde W 33 IT sector Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
 W 36 Archaeologist Milan Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Lara  W 33 Translator  Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Sabrina W 33 Educator Milan Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Massimo M 31 Interpreter Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Fabio M 34 Expert in the diffusion of 
scientific knowledge 
Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Andrea  M 31 Journalist  Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Carlo  M 33 Member of a cooperative 
dealing with environmental 
heritage 
Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Matteo  M 32 Cultural events’ organiser Milan Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Giovanni M 30 IT sector Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Paolo M 32 Social media expert Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Luca M 37 Journalist Milan Solo self-employed / VAT 
Simona  W 33 Expert in gender policies Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Valentina W 31 Teacher in a secondary 
private school 
Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Susanna  W 31 Editing  Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Caterina  W 33 Web designer Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work - Temporarily 
unemployed 
Giulia W 34 Journalist Bologna Solo self-employed / VAT 
Silvia W 33 Educator  Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Elisa W 31 Vocational trainer Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Marco M 32 Copywriter Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work - Temporarily 
unemployed 
Roberto M 30 Laboratory chemist Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Lorenzo  M 28 Employed by an insurance 
company  
Bologna Solo self-employed / VAT 
Omar  M 31 Cultural events’ organiser Bologna Solo self-employed / VAT 
Giorgio  M 37 Social policy Bologna Solo self-employed / VAT 
Emanuele  M 31 Graphic designer Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Renato  M 29 Translator  Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Alessio M 31 IT sector Bologna Solo self-employed / VAT 
Viola W 35 Translator  Bologna Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Sofia  W 34 Administrative staff Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Sara  W 30 Archaeologist  Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work - Temporarily 
unemployed 
Linda  W 30 Project manager of EU 
projects 
Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Arianna  W 29 Independent researcher Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Barbara  W 33 Social media expert Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Azzurra  W 34 Independent researcher  Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Cristina W 36 Trainer Trento Solo self-employed / VAT 
Veronica  W 39 Cultural events’ organiser Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Miriam W 29 Expert in Urban security Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Giada  W 32 Archaeologist Trento Solo self-employed / VAT 
Anna M 30 Museum worker Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Edoardo  M 34 Administrative staff Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work - Temporarily 
unemployed 
Riccardo  M 33 IT sector Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Michele  M 34 Architect Trento Solo self-employed / VAT 
Leonardo  M 29 Laborartory analyst Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Franco  M 31 Museum worker Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
Nicola  M 36 Editing Trento Solo self-employed / VAT 
Giuseppe  M 31 Financial consultant Trento Solo self-employed / VAT 
- Temporarily unemployed 
Angelo  M 32 Project management Trento Solo self-employed / 
Project work 
 
 
